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Introduction 
The current era is one of seemingly unending contestations and controversies in education focusing on student 
performance in standardised tests; funding; teacher quality; and the quality of pre-service teacher education. As a 
result, questions about the purposes and functions of education appear to be ignored (Biesta, 2017, 2013a, 2010, 
2009; Ozoliņš, 2017; Webster, 2017; Schofield, 1999; Winch, 1996; Young, 2013). These controversies divert 
attention from the key question: what are the functions of education? Identifying the functions of education is an 
important issue (Biesta, 2013a, 2010, 2009; Cranston et al. 2010; Reid, et al. 2010; Seddon, 2015; Winch, 1996), 
constituting an ancient tradition dating back to Confucius, Socrates, Plato and Aristotle (Schofield, 1999). In 
fact, Winch (1996) contends that “setting out, clearly articulating or changing the aims of education are three of 
the most fundamental changes” (p. 34) that a society faces.   
Accordingly, the clear articulation of the purposes of education underscores its importance because “how people 
learn has effects on the terms and conditions for life and the ways of being human that realise life.” (Seddon, 
2015, p. 1) Thus, this paper is an attempt to re-orientate attention to the purposes of education through an 
examination of the underlying purposes of education embedded in a key Australian school-based education 
document: the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australia (Declaration) (MCYEETA, 
2008).  
This analysis is particularly timely, given that in December 2018, the Australian Federal Minister for Education, 
Dan Tehan, announced that the Declaration will be revised in the near future. Then, on 22 February 2019 at the 
Education Council meeting held in Melbourne, a ‘special forum’ of state and territory ministers and stakeholders 
for education, the Minister announced a review of the Declaration, which will “consider life-long education for 
all Australians” (2019, p. 2). Targeting “early childhood, primary and secondary schools, through to higher 
education, vocational training and beyond” (p. 2), the Minister committed to consultation with key stakeholder 
groups, declaring that “(o)ur children deserve a world-leading education that is tailored to their individual 
learning needs, and sets them up to succeed in the modern world.” (p. 2)   
To undertake this analysis of the Declaration, I use Biesta’s (2009) three purposes of education – ‘qualification’, 
‘socialisation’ and ‘subjectification’ (p. 33) - as an interpretive framework. The application of these purposes 
provides insight into the “multidimensionality of educational purpose” (Biesta, 2013a, p. 128), allowing the 
multiple purposes of education as embedded in the Declaration. And by doing so, this analysis represents the 
extension of Biesta’s work into an Australian context; and through using the purposes as an interpretive 
framework, provides new knowledge by illuminating the educational purposes inherent in the document. And 
while Labaree (1997) conceptualised three purposes of schooling over twenty years ago (democratic equality, 
social efficiency and social mobility), these purposes constitute the manifestation of “ambivalent goals” and 
“contradictory purposes” (p. 41), the result of government policies, rather than as the application of the purposes 
as an interpretive framework. Sandahl (2015) also applies Biesta’s three purposes as an interpretive lens, but this 
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is done in relation to “social studies teaching and what challenges this poses for social studies teachers.” (p. 1) 
Thus, this paper constitutes the first time Biesta’s purposes have been applied to Australian education policy.  
While I expand on these three purposes later, qualification requires the individual to ‘do things’, develop skills, 
knowledge and dispositions, usually for the workplace; socialisation allows the individual entry into existing 
social orders; while subjectification involves the individual developing a sense of self-identity, allowing her to 
‘come into presence’. And while the Declaration makes unambiguous statements about the importance and role 
of education, I am interested in uncovering underlying and not immediately apparent discourses embedded in the 
document. In addition, this paper signals the usefulness of Biesta’s functions as an interpretive lens for the 
analysis of extant educational policy documents and as a tool for curriculum planning.  
This paper delineates between the terms ‘purposes’, ‘goals’ and ‘functions’ of education and in doing so, 
distinguishes itself from some other investigations into educational approaches. For example, in his exploration 
of American education, Labaree (1997) uses the following terms interchangeably: “goals” (p. 40), “approaches” 
(p. 42) and “purposes” (p. 41). In his application of ‘goals’, he asserts that goal-setting in education is not 
undertaken through “a process of scientific investigation” (p. 40) but instead, focuses on the kind of schools 
desired; and identifies “who supports which educational values” (p. 40) forged by public debate. Winch (1996) 
uses the terms “purposes” as a means by which judgements can be made about the accountability of an 
organisation (p. 3) which become the basis of agreed to ‘aims’ by participants. While Kelly (2009), contends 
that ‘aims’ are usually considered as very broad statements of goals and purposes (p. 74), often considered as 
“too general and lacking in specificity” (p. 75). In the Melbourne Declaration, the term ‘goals’ is used to 
identify a series of desired outcomes related to the nature of Australian schooling and the individual capacities of 
Australian school-aged young people but provides little detail or rationale for why the educational outcomes and 
capacities are important. In this paper, however, the term ‘purpose’ is used as deriving from design or intention; 
that is, statements of broad, desired outcomes of education, embedding a rationale for why the desired outcomes 
are important (Elliot & Thrasher, 2001).  
Thus, the purpose of this paper is to reveal the extent to which Biesta’s three purposes of education, qualification, 
socialisation and subjectification are present in the Melbourne Declaration. In doing so, I demonstrate that there is the 
detectable presence of socialisation and subjectification in the Declaration. Further, I argue that subjectification, in its 
focus on ‘coming into presence’, strengthens the individual’s capacity for empathy, the development of thoughtful 
capacities, perseverance and open-mindedness. The mindful interaction that subjectification encourages, in addition to the 
ability to act with dignity - a type of ‘cultivation of the self’ not dissimilar to the German education tradition of Bildung, are 
the qualities that allow us to live as civil and responsible human beings. In addition, this research, through its application of 
Biesta’s three purposes of education, provides an interpretive lens for future iterations of the Declaration to monitor the 
location and distribution of the purposes in this educational document. This application of this lens also provides the future 
possibility of curriculum designers utilising the three functions in the development of school-based curriculum.  
Overview: the Melbourne Declaration  
The Declaration, issued by the Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs 
(MCEETYA) in 2008, provides the philosophical basis for curriculum development in each Australian State and 
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territory. The Declaration specifies two main goals, the first of which focuses on Australian schooling to 
promote equity and excellence while the second goal aims at ensuring all “young Australians become successful 
learners, confident and creative individuals and active and informed citizens.” (MCEETYA, 2008, p. 7) The 
articulation of these national educational goals are embodied in the Australian Curriculum, comprising “a three 
dimensional design that includes learning areas; general capabilities; and three cross curriculum priorities.” 
(Scarino, 2019, p. 59)  
This paper concentrates on Goal 2 of the Declaration because this specific Goal focuses on the individual 
student as learners, as “confident and creative individuals” (MCEETYA, 2008, p. 7) and as active and engaged 
citizens (p. 7). This focus lends itself to analysis using Biesta’s three functions of education, which also have at 
the core, a focus on the development of personal qualities and dispositions of the individual. However, the 
Declaration’s first Goal focuses on the broad, systemic issues of education including access to quality education, 
equity, resources and community engagement and as such, does not lend itself readily to analysis by Biesta’s 
three functions of education.  
The social and political context of the documents  
The Declaration was developed after the election of the Labor government in 2007, an era that saw substantial 
changes including the initial development of the Australian Curriculum, the introduction of a national teacher 
accreditation scheme and what was termed the “Digital Education Revolution” (Chapman and Buchanan, 2013, 
p. 1) through the rollout of laptops throughout Australian schools. In addition, the Declaration emerged in an era 
of globalisation and neoliberal thinking that had infiltrated education from the 1980s onwards (Davies & 
Bansell, 2007), where neoliberal discourses manifested through an intensification of standards-driven policy and 
reform fuelled by the “technology of performativity” (Ball, 2003, p. 216). Performativity agendas, pursued by 
successive Australian federal and state governments saw an increased emphasis on: standardised testing 
programs; prescribed curricula; and the development of professional teaching standards. These agendas have 
relied on politico-media discourses that assume an unproblematic connection between higher levels of 
performance in standardised tests, teacher quality and educational improvement whereby achievement in 
standardised tests functions as a substitution for teacher quality (Nichols & Berliner, 2007) and also presume a 
“perfect match between educational ‘input’ and educational ‘output’” (Biesta, 2012, p. 585). A consequence of 
this situation is that it is not “academic knowledge and theory” (Brass, 2014, p. 119) which underpins notions of 
excellence but rather, “professional standards, free market competition, data-driven decision-making, and 
entrepreneurialism” (p. 119).  
Schooling and the Declaration  
Critiques of the Declaration have investigated and identified manifestations of neoliberal thinking and policies. 
According to Keating (2009), Australian schooling in recent years has “increasingly become a national 
enterprise” (p. 51) pivotal to the “economic and social future of the nation.” (p. 51). In this endeavour, the 
Declaration’s goals provide a strong emphasis on the values underpinning schooling (p. 49) compared with 
previous statements of national educational goals as encapsulated in the Adelaide (1999) and Hobart (1989) 
Declarations. Promoting an “ambitious set of goals and purposes” (Keating, 2009, p. 46) that go beyond a 
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“human capital agenda” (p. 46), the Melbourne Declaration integrates the “principles of social inclusion and 
cohesion and a strong civil society” (p. 46) and “links these responsibilities to all schools.” (p. 46)  
Another critique of the Declaration (Moyle, 2014) seeks to scrutinise its relationship to the Australian 
Curriculum and the Australian Professional Standards for Principals and Teachers. Identifying the Declaration 
as a “high level vision concerning the role of Australian school education” it (p. 41) emphasises “building a 
democratic society” (p. 39), but fails to define ‘democratic values’ and conflates “‘democracy’, ‘democratic 
values’ and ‘active and informed citizens’.” (p. 42) Moyle’s analysis concludes that the Declaration fails to 
establish an “internal connection of ideas on the key themes of ‘democracy’ ‘democratic values’ and ‘active and 
informed citizens’” (p. 42).   
In their analysis, Chapman and Buchanan (2013) assert that the Declaration recognises the varied but sometimes 
at-odds purposes of schooling, exemplified by purposes that target “social justice, social inclusion, democratic 
participation, wellbeing and environmental sustainability” (p. 1) but in doing so, provide a quandary for schools: 
should they make a greater commitment to educational equity rather than “educational excellence”? (p. 2). The 
authors argue that the Declaration emphasises a “substantial focus on the economic aims of education” (p. 1) 
which align with the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) focus on “people 
who can think creatively with knowledge, work flexibly to adapt to ever changing circumstances” (p. 1). This 
indicates a lexicon where the “economic aims of education are given precedence amongst many other aims 
worthy of attention” (p. 2) which, in essence is “an economic reform agenda under the guise of educational 
improvement” (p. 2) and part of a government program of “policy initiatives aimed at economic reform and 
achieving higher productivity and participation in the global knowledge economy” (p. 3). Further, Buchanan & 
Chapman (2011) argue that the Declaration is “a constellation of (sometimes contradictory) policy initiatives 
aimed at economic reform and achieving higher productivity and participation in the global knowledge 
economy” (p. 3) particularly with regard to its section on quality teaching and school leadership.  
Meanwhile, Ditchburn (2012) identifies the Declaration as an example of neo-liberal discourses where 
“education is constructed as operating within a ‘competitive’ and ‘global’ context” (p. 263) based on “economic 
and/or pragmatic” reasons (p. 263). Such discourses demand that individuals are “skilled, employable workers 
capable of competing in, contributing to and being successful in the global economy.” (p. 263) As a result, other 
aims of education related to “human values” (p. 263) such as “respect for difference ... the role of local contexts 
and engagement with the community, about student and teacher agency” are marginalised.  
In addition, the Declaration has been portrayed as promoting a “conceptual commitment to essentialism” (Rose, 
2015, p. 24), the philosophy underpinning curriculum design that suggests that education target “things that are 
essential in life” (p. 24), “a core knowledge curriculum” (p. 25) and a strong focus on the “national interest” (p. 
25). Rose maps four features of essentialist philosophy against selected goals of the Declaration, showing a 
strong correlation between the two, as demonstrated by the following: a “belief that when society changes, so 
must its curriculum; the focus on the national interest; and a curriculum organised into separate subjects and set 




This analysis is essentially a qualitative study, drawing on aspects of document theory, the central concern of 
which is “what documents do, or, more properly, what is done with documents.” (Buckland, 2015, p. 6) Given 
that documents “are used to shape our culture” (p. 7) and involve human interaction with a document as a 
“complex series of transactions” (Gorichanaz & Latham, 2016, p. 1122), we can conclude that “documents have 
increasingly become the means for monitoring, influencing, and negotiating relationships with others. We live in 
a document society.” (Buckland, 2015, p. 9)  
More specifically, this analysis draws on the methods of content analysis which is “concerned with meanings, 
intentions, consequences, and context” (Downe-Wambolt, 2009, p. 314). In this approach, data are collected and 
with the researcher making inferences about the content in relation to a specific context (Morris & Burgess, 
2018, p. 109) with the approach concerning itself with the “decontextualisation, recontextualisation, 
categorisation and compilation of content” (p. 109). This approach centres on “meanings, intentions, 
consequences, and context” (Downe-Wamboldt, 2009, p. 313) to ultimately reveal the focus of the “individual, 
group, institutional, or societal attention” (p. 313) which reflects “cultural patterns and beliefs” (p. 313). Thus, 
this analysis seeks to identify the underlying emphases by using Biesta’s purposes of education and utilises 
coding through the identification and application of key words and ideas, as indicated below: 
• the application of knowledge, skills, dispositions to an activity, proficiency, procedure, geared towards 
a specified outcome such as acquiring a job or a specific job skill (Qualification). Key words and ideas 
which identify this purpose include workplace/employment, further study, economic goals, skills, 
knowledge, talents and training; 
• the ways we become part of existing orders, traditions and their reproduction, relating to ways of 
thinking and behaving in a range of contexts (Socialisation). This purpose attends to “passing on social, 
political and cultural values” (Sandhal, 2015, p. 4). Key words and ideas which identify this purpose 
include culture, the transmission of traditions, values and specific behaviours including collaboration; 
• the individual as being unique, exercising judgement, independence, existing with others, allowing for 
the opportunity to develop a ‘sense of self’ largely through interaction with others (Subjectification). 
Key words and ideas which identify this purpose relate to students being “able to shape their lives 
purposefully” (Misson, 2013, p. 352) through the activation of personal agency, self-identity and self-
awareness.  
While this interpretive framework provides an overview of the presence of each function in the Melbourne 
Declaration, it can be argued that a number of the statements in the Declaration are not easily categorised and 
may straddle two or more functions. These statements will be identified later in this paper.  
A brief overview of Biesta’s work regarding education 
In utilising Biesta’s three purposes of education, it is worthwhile to provide a brief over view of his work in 
education. Biesta’s work has largely centred on the “relationship between education, democracy and citizenship” 
(Biesta, n.d) as well as: the theory and philosophy of education; vocational education; adult education and 
lifelong learning; teachers and teaching; policy analysis; and the theory and philosophy of educational and social 
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research. A key text, The Beautiful Risk of Education (2013a) is an exploration of seven educational concepts – 
creativity, communication, teaching, learning, emancipation, democracy, and virtuosity while Good Education in 
the Age of Measurement (2010) investigates the use of the measurement of educational outcomes designed to 
compare the performance of education within and across countries. Here, Biesta explores why the question of 
what constitutes ‘good education’ has become difficult to question to answer and shows why this has been 
harmful for the quality of education and for the level of democratic control over education.  
In ‘Receiving the Gift of Teaching: From ‘Learning From’ to Being Taught By’ (2013b), Biesta distinguishes 
between ‘learning from’ and ‘taught by’, arguing that the role of the teacher has been diminished to a 
“disposable and dispensable ‘resource’” (p. 249) and maintaining that for an “understanding of teaching in terms 
of transcendence, where teaching brings something radically new to the student” (p. 249), the main role is to 
teach students actively, rather than merely facilitate student learning. Biesta is interested in resetting educational 
discourses by disrupting norms and practices via a “pedagogy of interruption” (Biesta, 2006, p. 11), seeking to 
reorientate attention from the acquisition of knowledge, skills and values to a consideration of how educators can 
create opportunities for students to “come(ing) into the world as singular beings” (p. 27).  
Central is his proposal that qualification, socialisation and subjectification, constitute three functions of 
education, each representing “overlapping, intertwined and to a certain extent, even conflicting dimensions of 
what education is and can be about” (Biesta, 2010, p. 26). While one function should not override the others, 
“the question of good education is a composite question.” (Biesta, 2009, p. 44). Arguing that educators need to 
attend to the complexities of each function and attempt to identify the “interactions between what happens in 
these three areas” (Biesta, 2010, p. 27), he cautions that failure to engage thoughtfully with the functions, 
exposes education to the “real risk that data, statistics and league tables” (p. 27) will direct decision-making in 
education.  
Biesta’s work, however, is not without its critics. In a review of Good Education in an Age of Measurement: 
Ethics, Politics, Democracy, Jörg (2011) asserts that Biesta adopts a simplistic approach by not regarding 
education as a “scientific problem” (p. 111) to be “treated as such, based on ever-evolving assumptions and 
intentions of those organizing education in practice” (p. 111). In doing so, Jörg alleges that Biesta demonstrates 
“ignorance on the topic of education” (p. 111, original italics) and fails to take into account the “common 
prejudices, the myopia, the learner incapacities of those involved in the field and the role of outdated and 
blinding paradigms” (p. 111). In addition, Jörg alleges that Biesta reveals a narrow view on education by taking 
the “reality of education too much for granted” (p. 113) by assuming an “ends-oriented approach instead of a 
possibility-oriented approach” (p. 113, original italics). This limited approach, in Jörg’s eyes, disallows an 
“enlargement of the possible around what it means to educate and be educated” (p. 112, original italics).  
It is also possible to critique Biesta’s three functions of education as promoting an individualistic approach; that 
is, promoting the individual’s uniqueness, sense of self and the right to express herself at the expense of a wider 
sense of ‘common good’, the idea that the community in general provides to individual members “facilities—
whether material, cultural or institutional ... in order to fulfill a relational obligation they all have to care for 
certain interests that they have in common” (Hussain, 2018, p. 1). In fact, MacAllister (2016) argues that 
Biesta’s “concept of subjectification presented by Biesta is elusive” (p. 375) and McIntyre (1998) argues that 
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students should learn to think for themselves and develop a stronger sense of the ‘common good’. While I 
consider these critiques worthy of further consideration, the focus of this paper is the inaugural application of 
Biesta’s three purposes of education as an interpretive framework to the Melbourne Declaration and as such, 
stands to offer unique insights regarding the Declaration not hitherto available through other analyses.  
The qualification purpose 
 A key purpose of education is qualification which is largely concerned with how education “qualifies people for 
doing things” (Biesta, 2013a, p. 128). This purpose provides the “knowledge, skills, and dispositions” (p. 147) 
that allows student to engage in a particular activity, proficiency or procedure, such as training for a specific job. 
Biesta identifies this as “one of the major functions of organised education”, acting as “an important rationale 
for having state-funded education” and closely connected to “economic arguments” like the “preparation of the 
workforce”, highlighting the “contribution education makes to economic development and growth.” (Biesta, 
2009, p. 40) The significance of this purpose is apparent through ongoing dialogue between governments and 
employers “about the apparent failure of education to provide adequate preparation for work” (p. 40) and the 
“contribution education makes to economic development and growth” (p. 40).  
The socialisation purpose 
This purpose centres on the social aspect of a student’s life highlighting the “‘insertion’ of newcomers into 
existing orders” (Biesta, 2013a, p. 128). More specifically, it refers to “the ways in which … we become part of 
existing traditions” (p. 4) and “members of and part of particular social, cultural and political ‘orders’”. (Biesta, 
2009, p. 40) Centring on the “reproduction of the established socio-political, economic, and cultural orders in the 
name of social cohesion, stability, and continuity” (Benhur Oral, 2015, p. 212), socialisation can constitute 
deliberate, programmed school policies and procedures to ensure the continuation and transmission of specific 
values and norms, as evident in faith-based educational institutions. This encompasses the structures and 
processes operating in schools to “insert(ing) individuals into existing ways of doing and being” (Biesta, 2009, 
p. 40) and even if no specific programs promoting socialisation are developed and implemented in schools, 
where the “overt and intricate nexus between the hidden curriculum and the knowledge relayed via school 
dynamics” (Paraskeva, 2011, p. 4) are immediately apparent, strong aspects of socialisation may still exist.  
The subjectification purpose 
Subjectification centres on the “idea of uniqueness” (p. 81). Based on the question “who are we?” (Ball & 
Olmedo, 2012, p. 92), subjectification facilitates “the right to define ourselves according to our own judgments 
... according to our own principles, an aesthetic of the self” (p. 92). Subjectification helps to articulate how we 
are different from social “orders” (Biesta, 2010, p. 81), allowing us to establish “independence from such 
orders” (Biesta, 2009, p. 40). Subjectification stresses the importance of interaction with others through which 
our “distinct uniqueness” (Biesta, 2010, p. 85) is developed and displayed; it draws attention to the “particular 
ways in which we exist with others.” (p. 85, original italics) Biesta asserts that through action, the individual is 
able to “disclose” (p. 85) her uniqueness by demonstrating a willingness to “run the risk that our beginnings are 
taken up in ways that are different from what we intended.” (p. 85) Subjectification allows for the development 
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of opinions, ways of thinking and rationality as the basis for “responsible responsiveness to alterity and 
difference” (p. 41). 
Closely allied is the notion of “coming into presence” (Biesta, 2005, p. 62),  requiring the individual to respond 
– to ‘take a stand’ on an issue, denoting a type of existential transformation, where previously half-formed, hazy 
notions and opinions are able to be articulated in a way that says ‘here I am.’ The notion of ‘coming into 
presence’ embraces learning ‘disturbances’: that is, disruption to an individual’s thinking that challenges, 
disturbs or irritates (p. 62). It requires the individual to respond to what is ‘different’, or ‘other’, attending to 
questions like ‘what do you think about this?’, ‘where do you stand?’ and ‘how will you respond?’ (p. 62). This 
provides significant scope for the student to encounter and engage in learning experiences that allow for an 
emerging sense of identity and provides the opportunity for individual and collaborative responses, reflection 
and evaluation. The idea is predicated on engagement: saying, doing, acting, responding, listening, hearing, 
seeing, adopting and expressing a point of view and allowing a student to evolve into a “unique, singular being.” 
(Biesta, 2005, p. 63) ‘Coming into presence’ shows strong resemblances with the German educational tradition 
of ‘Bildung’ which, as indicated earlier, essentially refers to the “education of the self” (Løvlie & Standish, 
2002, p. 318) where the student’s “innate powers and character development” (p. 318) are strengthened. 
The Melbourne Declaration and the 3 purposes of education 
As specified above, the Declaration provides the overarching ‘vision’ for education in Australia and as indicated 
earlier, this paper focuses on the second Goal which aims to develop students as “successful learners” (p. 7) 
because this Goal specifies the individual qualities the document is seeking to develop in students. This Goal has 
8 points relating to: independent learning; capacities to use Information and Communication Technologies 
(ICT); development of the skills to work both independently and collaboratively; literacy and numeracy skills; 
and success in further education. To provide an overview of the Declaration’s relationship to and reflection of 
the three purposes of education, specific statements from the document are identified and linked to the specific 
purpose of education. 
The presence of ‘qualification’ in Goal 2 
In the Goal to develop “successful learners”, five points reflect the qualification purpose. The first, “(develop) 
essential skills in literacy and numeracy” (p. 8) indicates the necessity of developing skills essential for school 
studies and future workplace demands. The statement that students “(are) creative and productive users of 
technology, especially ICT” (p. 8) also reflects this function in that skilful use of technology and ICT is closely 
linked to success in school and at work. In this statement, the notion of ‘creativity’ is linked to the use of 
technology and ICT, reflecting the idea that “creativity within modern capitalism is especially identified with the 
creation of new products (… new technologies)” (Pope, 2005, p. 60). Qualification is also evident in the 
statement that students need to “obtain and evaluate evidence in a disciplined way as the result of studying 
fundamental disciplines” (MCEETYA, 2008, p. 8). Here, the strategic compilation and evaluation of evidence 
through the investigation of academic disciplines provides students with a solid platform for their school and 
potential tertiary studies as well as for work-related activities. Also related is the importance of strategic and 
9 
 
disciplined thinking that enable students to be “able to solve problems in ways that draw upon a range of 
learning areas and disciplines” (p. 8).  
In addition, qualification is apparent in the intention that students be able to “plan activities independently” (p. 
8), though this could also be argued to be related to subjectification. This capacity, valuable within school-based 
work is also valuable within the workforce. In this “successful learners” goal, socialisation is apparent in the 
statement that students need to “collaborate, work in teams and communicate ideas” (p. 8) indicating the 
importance of communication, positive relationships, sharing ideas and setting goals. Qualification is also 
evident in two aims, the first of which states that through education, students “(are) enterprising, (and) show 
initiative” (p. 9), indicating that without personal drive and energy, the individual is less likely to experience 
success at school and in the workplace. The qualification purpose is also evident in the statement that students 
need to “pursue university or post-secondary vocational qualifications” clearly signalling the connection with 
formal qualifications. 
The presence of ‘socialisation’ in Goal 2 
This Goal also attends to socialisation, as evidenced by the statement that students must “develop personal 
values and attributes such as honesty, resilience, empathy and respect for others” (p. 9). This reflects the Kantian 
notion of Enlightenment where “men’s (sic) release from his (sic) self-incurred tutelage … (occurs) through the 
exercise of his (sic) own understanding” (Kant, 1959, cited in Biesta, 2002, p. 345). This capacity assists in 
cultivating sensitivity and responsiveness to social contexts, social interactions and the qualities to ensure the 
individual is able to develop and sustain relationships. Socialisation is also apparent in statements that students 
“relate well to others and form and maintain healthy relationships” (MCEETYA, 2008, p. 9) and “(are) well 
prepared for their potential life roles as family, community and workforce members” (p. 9). In addition, the 
statements that “(learners) collaborate, work in teams” (p. 9) and “are able to make sense of the world” points to 
young people engaging with others to not only ‘get things done’ but to also provide a platform for understanding 
the world and its affairs.  
The presence of ‘subjectification’ in Goal 2 
Subjectification has a strong presence in this Goal. Part of Goal 2 aims to develop students as “confident and 
creative individuals” (MCEETYA, 2008, p. 9), involving nine points related to the affective domain 
encompassing: human feelings; what we value; our appreciation, interests, motivations, and attitudes. Here, the 
focus is on the development of “self-worth”, “self-awareness” and “personal identity” (p. 9); the development of 
attitudes and behaviours related to honesty, respect, resilience; well-being, decision making and relationships.  
The statement that students are required to “develop their capacity to learn” (p. 8) signals the importance of self-
reflection and self-direction, to become “more autonomous and independent in their thinking and acting.” 
(Biesta, 2009, p. 41) Closely linked to this, is the statement that students should “play an active role in their own 
learning” (MCEETYA, 2008, p. 8). This reinforces the idea that the individual student develops autonomy to 
know “both what one is doing and why one is doing it” (Giddens, 1991, p. 35). This goal, “successful learners”, 
reflects subjectification by ensuring students “(are) creative and resourceful” (MCEETYA, 2008, p. 8). While 
creativity and resourcefulness are not limited to this purpose, both require a significant degree of self-reflection 
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and individual strategic thinking, where resourcefulness can be seen as the “re-creation of the ‘old’” (Pope, 
2005, p. 57) and not merely the “generation of ‘the novel’” (p. 57). The statement “make sense of their world” 
(MCEETYA, 2008, p. 8) constitutes subjectification by requiring the critique of contextual phenomena and the 
adoption of “ways of being that hint at independence” (Biesta, 2009, p. 40). Closely related to this is “(students) 
think about how things have become the way they are” (MCEETYA, 2008, p. 8) where developing the capacity 
for deep and sustained thought and evaluation, enables the student to establish a sense of how “overarching 
orders” (Biesta, 2010, p. 81) – social, historical, cultural and personal – have eventuated and how the individual 
is shaped and compelled (or otherwise) by these orders.  
The aim to develop “confident and creative individuals” (MCEETYA, 2008, p. 8) also integrates 
subjectification. Here, a distinctly Aristotelian resonance is discernible where students “(have) a sense of self-
worth, self-awareness and personal identity that enables them to manage their emotional, mental, spiritual and 
physical wellbeing” (p. 9). Flagging the capacity for contemplation - according to Aristotle, the “highest form of 
activity” (Thomson & Tredennick, 1976, 1177a5-25, p. 328) - the individual attends to aspects of the self to both 
acknowledge and manage the contours of the inner landscape in pursuit of a contemplative “self-sufficiency” 
(1177a25-b13, p. 329). In addition, students are to be sufficiently self-aware in order to “use their creative 
abilities” (MCEETYA, 2008, p. 9) as well as “(have) a sense of optimism about their lives and the future” (p. 9). 
Both aims require a self-awareness, reminiscent of a conception of creativity developed in the 1950s in the 
United States where “humanist psychologists” (Sawyer, 2012, p. 26) promoted creativity as a “form of self-
discovery, therapy, and self-knowledge” (p. 26). The final aim relating to subjectification is that students need to 
“make rational and informed decisions about their own lives and accept responsibility for their own actions” 
(MCEETYA, 2008, p. 9). This aim signals a Kantian emphasis on “rational autonomy” (Biesta, 2002, p. 345) 
where students can think independently and are capable of making their own judgments (p. 345).  
Overlapping/hybrid purposes in Goal 2 
The Declaration’s next aim is that students develop into “active and informed citizens” and involves seven dot 
points related to attitudes and behaviours, including respect for others, democracy and responsibilities at the 
local and global level with regard to sustainability for the natural and social environments. In this aim, the 
overlapping qualities of the three purposes are apparent, particularly with regard to qualification and 
subjectification. For example, the statement that students develop an “understanding of Australia’s system of 
government, history and culture” (p. 9) could be argued to relate to each of the three purposes in different ways. 
Here, qualification is evident in that individual knowledge and understanding of these areas can be advantageous 
in the workplace, while understanding of these areas can be argued to provide ‘easy access’ into “existing ways 
of doing and being” (Biesta, 2009, p. 40). Also overlapping are the following statements: “understand and 
acknowledge the value of Indigenous cultures” (MCEETYA, 2008, p. 9); “possess the knowledge, skills and 
understanding to contribute to, and benefit from, reconciliation between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
Australians” (p. 9); “participate in Australia’s civic life” (p. 9); and “are able to communicate across cultures” 
(p. 9); “act with moral and ethical integrity” (p. 9); “appreciate Australia’s social, cultural, linguistic and 
religious diversity” (p. 9); “work for the common good, in particular sustaining and improving natural and social 
environments” (p. 9); “(are) responsible global and local citizens” (p. 9); “are committed to national values of 
democracy, equity and justice” (p. 9).  
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These statements indicate two ‘types’ of literacies: “political literacy” - required for citizenship; and “cultural 
literacy” (Biesta, 2009, p. 40) where students acquire the “knowledge and skills considered necessary to for 
functioning in society more generally” (p. 40) involving being able to recognise, acknowledge past and existing 
“social, cultural and political ‘orders’”. (p. 40) Further, the statements bring to mind Arendt’s notion of 
impartiality where “’taking the viewpoints of others into account’ is its defining characteristic” (Arendt, 1982, 
cited in Taylor, 2002, p. 161). This involves Arendt’s notion of “enlarged thinking (p. 162) where the individual 
is able to “look upon, to watch, to form judgments or … to reflect upon human affairs” (p. 162) transforming 
into a “world citizen” (p. 162). 
 
Discussion of the three purposes in relation to Goal 2 
This analysis seeks to illuminate the underlying educational purposes of Goal 2 of the Declaration by 
identifying the presence of Biesta’s three purposes of education. The Declaration’s two broad goals serve to 
frame students broadly as learners, individuals and future citizens, acknowledging the intricacies of their lives 
within and beyond school and in the future workplace. It promotes a “holistic view of education” 
(Buchanan & Chapman, 2011, p. 11) where the “intellectual, physical, moral spiritual and aesthetic 
development” (p. 11) of the students is paramount while recognising that each individual is a multidimensional 
and complex social being living and interacting with a range of other individuals and groups.  
While analyses of the Declaration have identified neoliberal discourses as specified above, an examination of 
the Declaration’s relationship to and reflection of the three purposes shows coverage of each, particularly the 
qualification and subjectification purposes. Based on this analysis, it is possible to conclude that the Declaration 
assigns value to each of these purposes, recognising that each has a significant role in education and in the 
development of individual dispositions of the student. This is, however, not to say that there are no possible 
improvements to be made to the Declaration. And in addition, we need to be careful that the application of the 
three purposes does not diminish its use to that of a checklist: one that merely identifies the inclusion of 
educational purpose, idea or concept without offering the opportunity to delve deeply into the essence of those 
embedded ideas. Thus, if we use the three purposes as an interpretive tool, we are able to interrogate the 
Declaration to not only detect the presence or otherwise of an idea or concept but to also investigate the depth of 
those ideas or concepts.  
And by means of illustration, the Declaration’s series of well-meaning statements on educational outcomes, such 
as “(students) participate in Australia’s civic life” (MCEETYA, 2008, p. 9), provides a sense of what is 
considered as highly desirable. However, the Declaration is silent about why these are worthy ideals and what 
they mean. Here, a revision of the document could more strongly acknowledge that schools are part of a wider 
community and that students, as individuals or in groups, are able to enact different forms of ‘civic duty’, 
whether this be through working with groups and individual members of the community, such as a school 
musical band visiting the local retirement village or a school opening its doors for a ‘Grandparents’ Day’. Here, I 
am not advocating for the inclusion of a list of activities, but rather, the recalibration of the purposes of schooling 
that could capture a stronger sense of why the purpose is important and how a purpose might be realised. And in 
doing so, the strengthening of the idea of the ‘common good’- for all Australians - as well as a detailing of the 
development of individual student qualities and dispositions could well be realised. Thus, a revision of the 
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structure and nomenclature of the document is also required including the relocation of the importance of 
community partnerships to a more prominent part of the document and the retitling of ‘goals’ as ‘purposes’ to 
provide not only the sense of direction but also of the rationale underpinning the purpose.  
As discussed above, the Declaration embeds the three purposes throughout Goal 2. What is important to 
remember here is that, and as indicated above, the Melbourne Declaration “provides the policy framework for 
the Australian Curriculum” (ACARA, n.d.), the national, authorised school-based curriculum of Australia. This 
means the scope, depth and nature of the purposes of education, as specified in the Declaration, dictate the 
national curriculum in its breadth, depth, aims and content. And while it is beyond the scope of this paper to 
engage with the wide range of critiques of the Australian curriculum (e.g. Batiste, Walker & Smeed, 2015; 
Briant & Doherty, 2012; Ditchburn, 2012; Yates, Collins & O’Connor, 2011), Scarino (2019) comments that this 
curriculum is “no more than a three-dimensional structure or an architectural design, with no indication given as 
to why the shape is as it is and how exactly the elements might be fleshed out in conceptually rich ways.” (pp. 
62-63) This observation identifies a significant structural challenge for teachers implementing the national 
curriculum. And when we consider the different levels of curriculum interpretation – at the school systems, 
whole school and individual teacher levels - we must attend to the likelihood that a myriad of possible 
complications extant in a practitioner’s classroom may thwart, retard or reshape the interpretation and 
articulation of the intentions and sentiments of the Declaration because classroom teachers act as “avid 
curriculum mediators” (Briant & Doherty, 2012, p. 1) in the transformation of the pre-active into the “enacted 
curriculum” (Porter, 2001, p. 2), working within a multitude of competing priorities at the school level including 
school-based and external assessment regimes; co-curricular responsibilities; as well as administrative and 
accountability responsibilities.  
Conclusion 
This paper highlights the underlying purposes of education in the Declaration by using Biesta’s three purposes as an 
interpretive lens. Some degree of comfort might well be gleaned from the results of this analysis in that there is the 
discernible presence of socialisation and subjectification in the Declaration which (to a degree) mitigate against the 
presence of neoliberal discourses identified above. Goodson and Gill (2014) argue that when learning is reduced to the 
acquisition of employability skills – as captured in the qualification purpose - “people are treated as economic objects” (p. 
42), reducing their capacity for positive social interaction and fulfilling relationships. Further, it can be argued that 
subjectification in particular, in its focus on ‘coming into presence’, strengthens the individual’s tendency towards 
compassion, the development of contemplative capacities, perseverance and open-mindedness. The mindful interaction that 
subjectification encourages, in addition to the ability to act with dignity - a type of ‘cultivation of the self’ akin to Bildung, 
where reasoned, thoughtful actions form the basis of interactions with others – are the qualities which make us human and 
allow us to live harmoniously amongst each other.  
Therefore, this paper advocates using Biesta’s three functions as an interpretive lens for the next iteration of Australia’s 
national goals for schooling. By using this lens, attention is afforded to the distinct emphases of each purpose, thus 
identifying the degree to which purpose is to be accentuated in the revised document and potentially avoiding an imbalance 
and overstatement of one or more of the purposes and potentially skewing the focus of Australia’s aims and goals of 
education. And at the local level, the utilisation of the three purposes also provides an interpretive lens for the design of 
13 
 
future school-based curriculum to ensure that curriculum writers are aware of the distribution and location of the purposes 
across the curriculum.  
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